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Abstract
You can lead a horse to water, but you can't make it drink. You can lead a student to an excellent education, but you can't make
him think. There are four tenets to buying in to one's own education: community; dignity; relevance; and motivation to learn.
y to 
-paced lessons, can create an optimum learning environment.
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1. Introduction
What makes a successful student? Is there a particular style of teaching or learning that best suits individual
test taker provide the key to success for 
students? Does the classroom environment or community have anything to do with learning, really? How important
is the differentiation of lessons taught in a classroom? What kind of support network does a student need in order to
successfully navigate the waters of academia?
2. Background
In 1997, I came across a book of essays written by Herbert Kohl [2] that had in it a piece about how students can 
actively choose to not learn. This idea intrigued me because I knew many students like this and wondered what I 
could do to convince them that they were hurting themselves more than the teacher they were
choosing to not be compliant in class. I began to do quite a bit of research on what learning was and Delisle
[3] calls stude choose whether or
not they will learn or even be well behaved in class.
With the recent paradigm shift in American public education, new challenges such as more standardized testing, 
shrinking budgets, slashed programs, and larger class sizes enable students to be more assertive in their ability to
make academic life difficult for their instructors. This behavior typically manifests itself in consistent ways, 
withterms that accurately describe this kind of student: Pain in the neck. Underachiever. Intentional nonlearner. It is
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pretty assured that any teacher who has taught for more than a few years has had at least one student like this. What 
is it that makes certain students work so hard at being challenging? Research (Curwin [4]; Peterson [5]; Rathvon [6]; 
Turk & Campbell [7], [8]) addresses this kind of student. Choosing to not learn for whatever reason becomes 
obvious in that there is clearly free will involved. In two small studies (Glenn [9], [10]) and scores of anecdotal 
evidence, it seems that there are three types of students: those who cannot learn from you; those who will not learn 
from you; and those who choose to learn in spite of you. The idea of not being able to learn due to learning 
differences or disabilities goes beyond the scope of this paper; students learning in spite of the circumstances in 
which they find themselves, however, needs more exploration. 
3.  Statement of the Problem 
If an inability to learn can be tied to some sort of pathology, learning disability or difference [11], the choice not 
to learn has a different origin, one that allows the learner to actively engage in the process. The same is true with 
choosing to learn in spite of difficult or challenging circumstances, often beyond the control of the one learning. 
Consider, for example, two children who are being raised in the same household, presumably with the same amount 
of love, affection, advantages, and disadvantages. One of the children is a successful student, while the other is not. 
Why is this? Given that there are no extrinsic differences between the two siblings neither has a learning disability 
or difference; both are of above average intelligence what is it that makes one child choose to ac
 all in the endeavor? I posit that there are other, 
mitigating circumstances that encourage the one child to choose to be a good student, while the other chooses not to. 
Likewise, there are children who live with very challenging personal circumstances such as abuse, and they innately 
understand that their they work hard at their studies as a means to 
escape the living situation in which they find themselves. 
4. Rationale 
Regardless of what educational experiences are provided, it is always the one receiving the information who 
chooses whether or not to learn. In other words, you can lead a student to a wonderfu  make 
him think. Each individual must choose for himself whether  
the material relevant or interesting enough to pay attention during class, do homework, or commit to memory 
information that he is taught. 
5. Definition of Terms 
The following terms will be used in this paper: 
 Intentional non-learner. One who actively chooses to not learn; see also selective consumer. 
 Selective consumer. An individual who sees himself as being academically competent and who chooses to 
not learn [3], or who chooses to learn at a rate that is different from what is considered acceptable in a 
given situation. 
 Underachiever. A  performance that persists 
 
 Self-efficacy. A . 
 Resiliency. A  is challenging or 
difficult. 
 Free will. eople not mere events [who] directly cause, and are ultimately responsible for, at least 
able to do otherwise voluntarily; and 2), the [person] must be responsible for any sufficient ground, cause 
 
 Cognitive free will learning theory. A
of challenging physical, emotional, or other situations that often reveals itself in contrary or otherwise 
socially unacceptable behavior; frequently used as a means to exert internalized locus of control when said 
individual feels somehow threatened by another, more powerful, person. 
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6. Assumptions and Limitations 
Considering the idea of resiliency in this theory is a bit ambiguous in that resiliency can be so closely tied to 
personality type [13], as well as to circumstances. Some individuals are more naturally prone to being optimistic or 
fitted with a higher degree of self-efficacy. Some people have a strong personal support network that others do not 
enjoy. Some students are unfairly judged by poor teachers (Peterson [5]; Dickman [14]; Curwin [4]) or have an 
undiagnosed learning difference or disability [10]. 
7. Resiliency 
While it is true that people are born more or less optimistic, I believe that resiliency is a trait that can be nurtured 
and grown. According to Brooks and Goldstein (as cited in Adams [15]),  
critical thinking in their children so they can handle tough issues, when  
 charismatic adult in your child's life; honor your child's strengths; teach 
your child problem-solving I see this played out in my own classroom every year. 
Even the youngest of students can be taught to problem-solve if encouraged to do so. For example, when one of my 
second graders comes up to me and tells me his pencil is broken, I will can you solve this  
At the beginning of the year, the child typically stares at me incredulously,  
him what to do. If I do not receive a response after about 20 or 30 seconds, I will gently prompt the child by 
somewhere in the class you can go to help you  
seconds or so, the child will tentatively -solving! 
Yes, go ahead and do that,  that this is time consuming as the children learn to think for 
themselves, but the pay back is more than worth it. Within a few weeks, my students learn that it is not only okay, 
but encouraged and expected for them to think critically. Unfortunately, many children do not receive this type of 
support at home.  
8. Four Pillars of Learning 
 [16] Hierarchy of 
Needs theory includes six original levels in the shape of a pyramid. Beginning at th  
Physiological: hunger, thirst, bodily comforts, etc.; 2) Safety/security: out of danger; 3) Belongingness and Love: 
affiliate with others, be accepted; 4) Esteem: to achieve, be competent, gain approval and recognition; 5) Self-
 again in 1998, he expanded his idea of self-actualization to 
 to know, to understand, and explore; and Aesthetic: symmetry, order, and 
b  f self-  
Lowery, 1998, as cited in Huitt [17]). The revised pyramid places these new levels of growth needs between Esteem 
and Self-actualization. 
It takes time and concerted effort on the part of the teacher to create an atmosphere in which students will want to 
learn. Beginning on the first day of class, an atmosphere of safety and respect must be culled. I call this  front 
loading, and a wise teacher will slowly and methodically set up the classroom in a way that fosters this learning 
environment. Allowing plenty of time to get to know one another creating community as well as treating each 
student with dignity, encouraging resiliency and, finally, motivating students to want to learn, will help a student to 
 education. These four pillars are addressed below. 
 
8.1 Community 
 
Maslow [16] has shown the importance of having a strong community in the classroom.  Students need to feel 
safe physically and emotionally before they will be willing to take academic risks. Once a comfortable learning 
space has been created, the students will let down their guard and allow themselves to be challenged. I have found 
that those students who can play well with others and laugh at themselves end up being the most relaxed and 
successful learners because, while they take the subject matter they are studying seriously, they tend not to take 
themselves too seriously. As a result, they are typically more interested in hearing and accepting opinions other than 
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their own, or trying new things; they are more open to trusting themselves, their teacher, and their learning 
colleagues. 
I work very hard at building community in my classroom. Beginning on the first day of the school term and 
continuing for the first several days, I have plenty of ice breakers for the students, which allow them an opportunity 
to learn names and get to know one another in a non-threatening way. These ice breakers are usually interviews of 
some sort, often involving using clip boards since children, in my experience, are so fond of them. There are also 
easy cooperative art projects that require sharing materials. We take plenty of time to learn and practice classroom 
procedures, and learning the difference between values and rules, with the former being vague and often difficult to 
maintain in a classroom setting, and the latter being specific and easier to accomplish successfully. An example of a 
value might be to respect others; this is ambiguous, at best, particularly for younger students. A rule that fosters the 
spirit of respect might be: Only use supplies if you have been given permission to do so. Even a five-year old can 
even the teach without permission is a breach of respect. After 
brainstorming and discussing the differences between values and rules, I alway  
having the class work together to create a list of four or five class rules, culminating the activity by having every 
student sign the poster on which we write our classroom agreement. For older children or adults, the ice breaker 
activities are geared more toward the cerebral, and the class agreement is not signed by each individual; it is, 
however, agreed upon by all participants. By taking ownership as a corporate body to choose to be respectful and 
cooperative, it is easier to hold everyone including myself accountable, should the need arise later on to address 
a problem or even change a rule. 
Dignity in an academic setting must begin on the first day of school and continue throughout the school year. 
 Bill has been a student of 
mine this year. This 7-year old had an outburst in class one day as I was explaining homework assignments, yelling, 
 en make me 
 st occurred several weeks into the school term, long enough 
for our classroom community to develop and for the children to feel safe with me. I finished up what I was doing 
with the rest of the class, then spoke to Bill privately and asked him to tell me more; he pretty much repeated the 
same information. I asked Bill if we could invite his parents to come to school with him so I could explain the 
homework policy and he was satisfied with our joint solution. 
but refused t  
 tea  
 self-  Communication between home and 
school then became quite strained and Bill, who had begun to relax in class and have academic success, built a 
defense that has taken many months to begin to penetrate. 
 
8.2 Relevance 
 
Relevance is closely tied to dignity. A student will not choose to learn if he cannot understand or accept that what 
he is learning will somehow impact his life. Going back to Bill, he still exhibits  he is 
frequently successful at leaving his home life outside the door when he comes to class each morning. Is he 
 concentrate on his studies or, more likely, not concentrating on 
what is bothering him outside of class? Possibly. But he is learning to be successful as a student, remembering that 
he has academic prowess, and that will serve him well because understanding that he is smart enough, capable 
enough to think critically and comprehend his studies will build his confidence and can convince him to 
his own education if not now, then certainly at a later date. 
 
8.3 Motivating students to want to learn 
 
Students who are successful need only one teacher in his or her academic career who believes in their ability 
tosucceed both as a person and as a student; likewise, this same student needs only one adult other than his parent 
who believes the same [9], [10]. Extrinsic rewards such as prize boxes, classroom currency or, in my opinion, even 
stickers, serve only as bribes in the long run (Sullo [18]; Curwin, Mendler & Mendler [19]; Olson [20]); in a best 
case scenario, they act merely as a stop-gap measure to begin a measurable amount of self-control that can lead to 
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intrinsic rewards later on for a job well done. Children appreciate having boundries, and when they are already 
convinced that their teacher likes and values them, they will be much more eager to receive reward in the form of 
appreciation, rather than from a sticker or a vague  motivate a student, it is necessary to be 
specific about what is being improved, be it an academic milestone, a behavior, or a changed attitude. 
The best way to motivate a student to want to learn is to convince him that he has the ability to think critically 
and to problem-solve. I have a student who is a terrible speller and she knows it, yet she also knows that spelling is 
not the only measure for showing intelligence. She understands that spelling comes harder for her than it does for 
 by memorizing spelling rules and by continuing to write as a 
means to communicate her ideas, which are very creative and innovative. 
Some students have such a difficult life that it is hard for them to believe they will even live to be twenty-five, let 
alone graduate from high school or college. For this kind of student, it is imperative that we as teachers at least 
attempt to convey to them that we value them and appreciate that they choose to be in class, that they choose to 
learn. Will every student be reached? Sadly, not. But the student who slips beneath my radar may very well be the 
one with whom you totally connect, the one in whom you can instill hope; for what is learning, really, but hope for 
 
9. Other Factors 
There are other factors involved in having a student choose to want to learn, something I call The Five Fs, which 
 
 
9.1. Friendly 
 
As previously mentioned, no student will really feel comfortable taking academic risks until she is convinced the 
classroom is a safe haven, a place where she is convinced she is free to be herself. This atmosphere demonstrates the 
first F friendly.  with everyone in the class, but it is imperative for each 
student to know and understand that they can work with any other learner in the class without the burden of 
wondering if they will be  made fun of. The wise teacher will have laid ground rules that precluded this from 
happening; by doing so, a child actually has the ability to work with those they would not normally choose to play 
with, which goes a long way in a classroom situation. 
 
9.2.  
 
For the sake of being alliterative, this F means hav  
way as to create interest an aura of mystique. If students wonder what  
happen next, it is likely they will be drawn in and wanting to be taught the next lesson. This can be done in any 
number of ways, all limited only by the indidvidual  
may feel more comfortable with a higher noise level during class time than another teacher, but someone else may 
be more comfortable than I with the number of groups going on simultaneously during a class period. Students 
usually enjoy novelty and they value teachers who are creative. This kind of creativity makes learning fun for them, 
which leads to the third F. 
  
9.3. Fun  
 
When teaching, please remember and consider: fun is not the F-word. Children learn by playing (Marley & 
Szabo [21]; Pramling, Samuelsson & Johansson [22]; Flaxman [23]), so what better way to teach than to incorporate 
fun into the lessons? There are so many quality games on the market, it is easy to find one to suit nearly every 
classroom need. Having students create their own games as an assignment is a wonderful way to instill critical 
thinking skills. It is common in my classroom to have students play board games, mutliplication games, or singing 
songs that teach various concepts. Particularly with young students, it is extremely easy to weave games and 
silliness into a concept. Take the subject matter seriously but do not take yourself so seriously that there is no room 
for childlikeness.  
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9.4. Fast 
 
I move each lesson along as fast as possible. This allows me the luxury of pacing the class according to the 
 to the curricula. For example, my 
second-grade math text  recommends a ten-lesson chapter to be completed in ten da  
lesson three. Because I know my students and could trust that they would be able to master the material they are 
required to know within the pacing guide set for them, I was able to spend more time as much time as was needed 
to master the material on lesson three, then move a bit faster on a day when the children already had a deeper 
understanding of a particular concept already learned. In my own practice, I rarely review more than two or three 
concepts across all disciplines studied in a single day, particularly with young children, because I have found that 
even understanding what they are doing, the pace tends to get ahead of them if we go too fast. Having said that, 
however, I typically never worry about taking three days on a single lesson because I know there will be a balance 
of those get caught up. 
 
9.5. Focused  
 
Finally, there is the fifth and last F focused. This means to stay on track. Admittedly, there are only so many 
ways one can make conjugating verbs interesting, but if the general rule is to have fun in class and learn as you play, 
students will have a much easier time trusting you when the material is blatantly boring. Just get through the 
material, stay focused and on task, and move on. 
10. Concluding Remarks 
It is certainly possible to instill in a student the desire to learn, even accounting for mitigating circumstances 
beyond the control of a classroom setting. By valuing each individual student and providing a strong sense of 
community that feels safe for the learner, fostering and nurturing a sense of resiliency; by demonstrting and 
modeling high levels of dignity inside and outside the classroom; by providing rele  
lessons that are presented; and by motivating students to want to learn by utilizing the  
fun, fast, and focused; this can be done one student at a time.  
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